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Abstract  37 
The intensifying pace of research based on cross-cultural studies in the social sciences necessitates a 38 
discussion of the unique challenges of multi-sited research. Given an increasing demand for social 39 
scientists to expand their data collection beyond WEIRD (western, educated, industrialized, rich, and 40 
democratic) populations, there is an urgent need for transdisciplinary conversations on the logistical, 41 
scientific, and ethical considerations inherent of this kind of scholarship. As a group of social 42 
scientists engaged in cross-cultural research in psychology and anthropology, we guide prospective 43 
cross-cultural researchers through some of the complex scientific and ethical challenges involved in 44 
this type of work. Such challenges involve (a) study site selection, (b) culturally appropriate research 45 
methods, and (c) community involvement. We aim to shed light on some of the difficult ethical 46 
quandaries inherent in of this type of high-profile research. Our recommendation emphasizes a 47 
community-centered approach, in which the desires of the community regarding research 48 
methodology, community involvement, results distribution, and data sharing are held in highest 49 
regard by the researchers. 50 





The acknowledgement that most research in psychology and other social science fields is 53 
overwhelmingly based on so-called WEIRD (western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic) 54 
populations (1) has given way to intensified research funding, publication, and visibility of large-55 
scale collaborative cross-cultural studies across the social sciences that expands the geographic range 56 
of study populations (e.g., 2-10). However, the rapid increase in research outputs of this nature 57 
necessarily generates concerns regarding responsible methods and practice. In addition, many of the 58 
so-called “non-WEIRD” communities who participate in research are Indigenous, from low and 59 
middle income countries in the Global South, live in post-colonial contexts, and/or are marginalized 60 
within their political systems. This creates a need for transdisciplinary discussion on the importance 61 
of community participation and the explanation and sharing of research outputs with participants.  62 
Given increasing pressure for social scientists to expand the range of societies from which they 63 
recruit participants to test hypotheses about human behavior, we convened a workshop to discuss the 64 
unique scientific and ethical challenges of research with non-western populations. As a group of 65 
investigators engaged in cross-cultural research projects in psychology and anthropology, our initial 66 
focus was on the challenges we face in collecting generalizable data, including data for comparative 67 
studies, either as the primary fieldworker or in collaboration with shorter term visitors. The 68 
increasing demand for standardized comparative measures from a diverse range of societies 69 
contributes to the intensity of these challenges. The growing need for more diverse study populations 70 
concerning topics in demography, health, wealth, cooperation, cognition, and belief systems raises 71 
unique scientific, logistical, and ethical issues, independent of discipline or research topic. 72 
This paper adds to the growing dialogue on best practices when working with vulnerable, non-73 
western populations (see 11-13), and touches on topics that many social scientists, particularly 74 
cultural anthropologists, have been writing about for decades (14-15). Much cross-cultural research 75 
has historically been rooted in racist, capitalist ideas (14). Scholars have long debated whether 76 
research aiming to standardize cross-cultural measurements and analysis is tacitly engaged in 77 
colonial and imperialist practices (16) – and the degree to which this is still ongoing in 21st century 78 
cross-cultural research (17). Given this history, and the increasing rate at which large-scale 79 
comparative studies are being funded and published, it is critical that participating scientists inform 80 
themselves about these issues and be accountable to their participants and colleagues for their 81 
research practices. Field research, particularly with vulnerable populations, must be grounded in the 82 
recognition of the historical, political, sociological and cultural forces acting on the communities in 83 
question. These perspectives are often contrasted with “science”; here we argue that they are 84 
absolutely necessary as a foundation for the study of human behaviour. To that end, we eschew 85 
programmatic discourses on neocolonialistic social science practices, and focus instead on pragmatic 86 
scientific and ethical matters that can be implemented in the near future by social science 87 
researchers. We propose that careful scrutiny of (a) study site selection, (b) culturally appropriate 88 
research methods, and (c) community involvement, will begin to address some of these complex 89 
challenges. Our hope is that raising these issues will help researchers to better plan and execute their 90 
projects with appropriate consideration given to study communities and to collaborators.  91 
Study Site Selection  92 
There are two major conceptual issues that should be considered as part of study site selection in 93 




led to almost any study community outside of a WEIRD context being prized as a site for testing 95 
theories about the dynamics of human behaviour. This has led to the unprincipled inclusion of non-96 
WEIRD populations in cross-cultural social science as if all non-western groups are interchangeable, 97 
and all equally different from the homogenous “west” (18). The irony is that this false “west versus 98 
the rest” binary continues to be reinforced by researchers who have heeded the call to expand study 99 
site selection beyond WEIRD societies. Rather, we argue that there should be clear theoretical 100 
reasons for inclusion for any study population that are based on knowledge of the relevant cultural 101 
context—WEIRD or not. Uncritical exoticism in the case of non-WEIRD populations is no less 102 
problematic than the uncritical assumption that what applies in the west applies to the rest. 103 
Second, contemporary foraging communities continue to be discussed in the literature as close 104 
proxies of the societies of the ancestral past. While some of these groups may occupy areas that are 105 
ecologically similar to the environments in which early modern humans lived, and whose social 106 
systems may be informative for our understanding of aspects of ancestral modern human lifeways, 107 
these communities differ from early human communities in key ways. Many modern foragers have 108 
returned to hunting and gathering from a different mode of production (19-20), have opted into 109 
foraging versus other modes of production (21), and/or are currently residing in marginal 110 
environments that may not reflect their ancestral homelands (22). Furthermore, increased use of cash 111 
and integration with commercial markets impacts virtually all modern hunter-gatherers (23,24). 112 
In short, when researchers round out their cross-cultural studies with a selection of “small-scale non-113 
industrial“ populations, we must be cognizant that their samples are drawn from an exceedingly 114 
small sub-set of human communities, and are potentially quite biased, with the result that inferences 115 
must be cautiously drawn. Again, this is the same principle that ought to apply to the selection of 116 
WEIRD samples; it is the diversity of samples and match between theory and cultural context that 117 
makes for improved research design (18). 118 
To address these two conceptual issues it is imperative for researchers to problematize the 119 
exoticizing of particular peoples and cultures (25). One way to do this is to take a theoretically 120 
motivated approach to sampling communities. This mitigates the chances that a study population is 121 
simply selected based on how generally “different” their lifeways seem compared to WEIRD 122 
samples and/or how often a particular population is researched and, thus, appears in publications and 123 
popular media outlets (i.e. how popular or iconic a particular study population is to researchers). To 124 
take a hypothetical example: imagine a scientist who wants to explain how children learn to share 125 
and cooperate, has already studied this in their local “western” university town, and wants to 126 
compare to a non-WEIRD site. To select an additional research site, they should not simply tick off 127 
the elements of the WEIRD acronym. Instead, they should ask how those WEIRD elements may 128 
shape important assumptions or variables of interest to theory about sharing and cooperation. They 129 
may then relate these theoretical factors to specific aspects of sociocultural context, and choose a site 130 
(or collaborator’s site) that fits the corresponding research question. For sharing and cooperation, 131 
contextual variation might include: the nature of communal property, whether “fairness” is shaped 132 
by a sex and age hierarchy, the kinship relationships (or lack thereof) between participants, and the 133 
social mobility of participants (whether actors can change partners in cases of cheating/defection). 134 
These are just a few factors, for just one research topic, that are theoretically significant and not 135 
captured by a simple “west versus the rest” binary. Each researcher must walk through these steps 136 
for their topic, as part of site selection that goes beyond exoticism. In fact, researchers may find that 137 




researchers could recruit subpopulations within their own countries who, for example, vary in social 139 
mobility (e.g., short-term versus long-term residency in communities). 140 
Intra-population sampling decisions are also important. Beyond the specifics of research design, it is 141 
important to note that cross-cultural research may also lend itself to unique ethical and social 142 
challenges. For example, foreign researchers (as sources of power, information, and resources) 143 
represent both opportunities for and threats to community members; these relationships are often 144 
complicated by power differentials due to unequal access to wealth, education, and historical 145 
legacies of colonization. As such, investigators must be alert to the possible bias among individuals 146 
who initially interact with researchers, to the potential negative consequences for those excluded, 147 
and to the (often unspoken) power dynamics between the researcher and their study participants (as 148 
well as among study participants). It is imperative that researchers attune themselves to internal 149 
dynamics that may inadvertently privilege some communities – or some contingents within 150 
communities – over others. In our collective experience, these dynamics can only be managed with a 151 
detailed and personal knowledge of participating populations, well-developed relationships with 152 
communities, sensitivity to local political dynamics, and cautious timelines. Accruing such 153 
knowledge takes time, which is not always well suited to the fast pace of current research, but is 154 
critical to having the ecological and cultural validity that is necessary for first-rate work. 155 
Research Design and Methods 156 
Data collection methods largely stemming from WEIRD intellectual traditions are being exported to 157 
a range of cultural contexts. This is often done with insufficient consideration of the translatability 158 
(e.g. equivalence or applicability) or implementation of such concepts and methods in different 159 
contexts (12;18). It is critical that researchers translate the language, technological references, and 160 
stimuli as well as examine the underlying cultural context of the original method for assumptions 161 
that rely upon WEIRD epistemologies. Hypothetical questions and contrived methodologies can lack 162 
realism, but are often presented to participants with little experience of being tested on specific 163 
abstract problems in radically different cultural contexts, in the service of experimentally controlled 164 
methods (26).  165 
The “trolley problem” is a good example, in which an ethical dilemma is used to identify variability 166 
in moral reasoning. Participants are asked to imagine a trolley car barrelling down railway tracks 167 
towards a group of people who are unaware and cannot leave the track. As an imagined bystander, 168 
the participant must decide whether to pull an imaginary lever to divert the trolley to a side track, 169 
thereby hitting one person who is also unaware and unable to move out of harms way, or to do 170 
nothing and allow the trolley to continue on its original track, killing multiple people (27). Using this 171 
problem to test hypotheses about moral reasoning in diverse cultural settings is extremely complex, 172 
not least because the contrived premise may not be relevant or meaningful in the particular social 173 
context. Responses to the experimental task may not reflect the same moral economy or 174 
conceptualizations of harm that make this scenario an ethical dilemma in the societies in which it 175 
originated. While the presentation of the research question can be, to some extent, standardized or 176 
tailored to the context, it is unclear whether participants in different societies are answering the same 177 
question (see 28 for a good example of how this was done successfully in an Indigenous community 178 
in Nicaragua).  179 
In another example, a developmental study conducted by Broesch and colleagues (29) transported a 180 




recognition in children in seven societies. Typically this milestone is measured by surreptitiously 182 
placing a mark on a child’s forehead and allowing them to discover their reflective image and the 183 
mark in a mirror. While this developmental milestone typically manifests in children by the age of 184 
18 months, the authors found that only 2 out of 82 children (aged 1-6 years) “passed” the test by 185 
removing the mark using the reflected image. Their results are unexplained by existing 186 
developmental theories. The authors’ interpretation of these results is that performance reflects false 187 
negatives and instead measures implicit compliance to the authority figure who placed the mark on 188 
the child. This raises the possibility that the mirror test may lack construct validity in cross-cultural 189 
contexts – in other words, that it may not measure what it was designed to measure.  190 
An understanding of cultural norms may ensure that experimental protocols and interview questions 191 
are culturally and linguistically salient. This can be achieved by implementing several 192 
complementary strategies. A first step is to collaborate with members of the study community to 193 
check the relevance of the instruments being used. Incorporating perspectives from the study 194 
community from the outset can reduce the likelihood of making scientific errors in measurement and 195 
inference (18; 30-31).  196 
An additional approach is to use mixed methods in data collection, such that each method “checks” 197 
the data collected by the other methods. A mixed-method approach can incorporate a variety of 198 
methods such as participant observation, semi-structured interviews, and experiments. For example, 199 
in their study on mate choice among the Himba pastoralists of Namibia, Scelza and Prall (32) first 200 
employed semi-structured discussion groups and informal conversations with study participants. 201 
After better understanding the way Himba themselves express desired characteristics of formal and 202 
informal partners, the researchers incorporated these characteristics into a ranking task (see also 33).  203 
The use of participant observation and/or qualitative interviews is essential for determining the 204 
appropriate linguistic terms and categories used to elicit survey data and conduct experiments. For 205 
example, in a study of contraceptive use in rural Poland (34), participants argued that the standard 206 
distinction between “modern” and “traditional” contraceptives inaccurately categorized their 207 
contraceptive practices. Their answers to standard contraceptive questions differed when a 208 
dichotomy between natural and artificial was used, which reduced underreporting of specific 209 
contraceptive practices such as withdrawal, sympto-thermal, and calendar methods because they 210 
were no longer presented as ‘old-fashioned’. Asking participants to talk aloud (35) as they complete 211 
a task or asking follow-up (debriefing) questions at the end of the experiment may allow researchers 212 
to better understand the decision-making processes at play (see the post-game interviews of 36). 213 
Community Involvement  214 
Too often researchers engage in “extractive” research, whereby a researcher selects a study 215 
community, and collects the data that is required to exclusively further their own scientific and/or 216 
professional goals. This model may work in a university lab setting where participants typically have 217 
little to gain or lose beyond participation compensation and time lost. However, extractive methods 218 
situated within community contexts may not only lead to methodological challenges, but also 219 
alienate participants from the scientific process. Many researchers are, by way of their identities, 220 
associated with formerly colonial, racist, and sexist institutions and governments. As mentioned 221 
above, much cross-cultural research is carried out in former or contemporary colonies—often where 222 
the researcher’s natal language is spoken as a colonial one. Explicit and implicit power differentials 223 
create ethical challenges that must be acknowledged by researchers and incorporated into study 224 




studies frameworks of participatory research, grounded theory, and collaborative research (37). What 226 
these frameworks hold in common, and what we reiterate here, is that it is critical that communities 227 
be included in study design, implementation, and presentation of research/return of results. There is 228 
no one-size-fits-all approach, yet a productive baseline may be for researchers to consider 229 
community inclusion as part of their project design from the start. 230 
 231 
Including research participants at the outset, when research questions are being formulated, raises 232 
additional challenges and takes time. Many participating communities live in remote areas in which 233 
field research is logistically challenging. Where establishing a long-term collaboration is not an aim, 234 
researchers should seek collaborators with site-specific ethnographic experience (13). Experienced 235 
field researchers often can help their collaborators formulate culturally salient and locally important 236 
research questions, and can facilitate conversations with community stakeholders. It must be borne 237 
in mind that this imposes significant costs of time and energy on the part of long-term field 238 
researchers, who bear the risks as well as the benefits. A topic that warrants its own discussion, and 239 
one that our collective group will be addressing a forthcoming piece. 240 
Researchers can also work to include participants in the study design to varying degrees. For 241 
example, in a population genetic study on the early population history of Vanuatu (38), one of the 242 
authors (HC) tried different approaches to explaining the purpose of the research project. At a broad 243 
level, an analogy with linguistic family trees was most salient for discussion of population history 244 
and emerged naturally from conversations with communities about whether to carry out the research 245 
in the first place. Describing the DNA itself was far more challenging and was only possible by 246 
including the community in all stages of the project. Another coauthor (ANC), provided feedback on 247 
temporal changes in food and water insecurity in a foraging population in Tanzania using a different 248 
strategy: she enlisted community members as data collectors, whose feedback on interview questions 249 
were incorporated in order to ensure that the concepts being queried were understood by participants 250 
(39).  251 
Some projects and/or methods may not lend themselves to this type of community inclusion. If that 252 
is the case, researchers can include research participants at all levels of planning in other ways, such 253 
as compensation. The form of compensation, and who receives it, should be discussed with the 254 
community prior to beginning a project. Context-specific knowledge of social structure and sharing 255 
economy can help a researcher to identify the most effective and appropriate means of direct 256 
compensation.  257 
Context-specific knowledge can also be useful when planning informed consent. Most informed 258 
consent procedures were developed within the medical research community, with strict criteria for 259 
inclusion and high standards of linguistic comprehension expected. For people whose only 260 
experience of signing a formal agreement involves legal, political, or medical implications, standard 261 
consent forms can be intimidating. For communities where consent is community-based rather than 262 
individual, a broader approach to the consent process must be sought. Consent is also often thought 263 
to be a one-time transaction, usually at the beginning of an experiment or interview. However, this is 264 
not an appropriate fit for communities where formal legal obligations carry less currency than do 265 
reciprocal social relationships. This means that consent should be seen as a process, also referred to 266 
as “dynamic consent”, not merely the collection of names and signatures (40-42).  267 
 268 
A new suite of challenges emerges once data collection has ended. There are ethical issues regarding 269 
the return of research results and associated data to the community. It is important that researchers 270 




community in this regard. It is often good form for researchers to provides ample time for 272 
participants to query and discuss results; moreover, collaborative discussions with the community (or 273 
private discussions with interested respondents) potentially challenge or deepen the researchers’ 274 
interpretations of the data. Ideally, such community discussions provide the researcher with novel 275 
insights into data interpretation, while providing participants with a satisfactory understanding of the 276 
knowledge generated by the research, and an opportunity to engage with the researchers’ motivations 277 
for carrying out the study. It is also important for researchers to consider how communities might 278 
benefit from access to they data they provide, and how local capacity to use such data can be built up 279 
as part of the research study. 280 
By having conversations with participating communities about how they would like data returned, 281 
researchers and participants may find solutions for data sharing that are meaningful to community 282 
members – often through the production of archival works. In one study examining child 283 
development in Vanuatu, one of the co-authors (TB) worked with local cultural interest groups to 284 
identify a meaningful way to share data. Together they decided to move beyond scientific 285 
communication and to share video data as a way of maintaining cultural information – giving access 286 
to other local social scientists and interested individuals. This entails ownership and can be achieved 287 
relatively easily with an investment in finding a solution. When considering data sharing, researchers 288 
should bear in mind that some types of data-storage facilities (computers, libraries) may not exist, or 289 
may not be accessible to their participants. One strategy used independently by two of the authors 290 
(HC and JAB) is to provide SD cards to participants with project-related video, photo, and audio 291 
materials stored on them and which can be used in mobile phones. This allows information to be 292 
either kept secret, or to be shared widely. At community member’s request, co-author ACP and two 293 
collaborators, one a local leader and another an anthropologist, collected video footage of the 294 
production of handicrafts and uploaded these to the internet, where community members felt that 295 
they (and future generations) would have better access to the footage. Ultimately, we suggest a 296 
participant-led approach rather than top-down in making these decisions. Another option used by one 297 
of the authors (MBM) is to link research to the facilitation of workshops for the writing and 298 
publication of a collectively-sourced cultural history of a highly marginalized ethnic group, making 299 
the books freely available to local schools (43). In short, making these decisions requires two-way 300 
dialogue with participants to arrive at a reasonable solution based on their preferences. 301 
 302 
Data sharing may also include shifting ownership of research outputs to the participants in a more 303 
explicit manner. For example, after much advocacy, there is now a federal government mandate that 304 
all research conducted within Indigenous communities in Canada remains the property of the 305 
participating community(s) (43). Researchers could pursue a similar model in their own work. For 306 
some types of data (e.g. open access data sharing) this may include carefully anonymizing results in 307 
order to protect individual or community identities. Researchers need to consider the ethics of 308 
publishing information from study communities alongside the requirements of funding agencies and 309 
ethical review boards, as well as the priorities of open science. We suggest that the research be 310 
designed (and budgeted) to allow time to return to the study communities to present and discuss the 311 
results and these issues, if possible prior to publication.  312 
 313 
After all study design, implementation, and data analysis are complete and results are returned to the 314 
participants, the work is not over. Far too often, little attention is paid to the politics of representation 315 
when disseminating research results more widely, especially in online forums (including social 316 
media). We must all take responsibility for the language used to describe results, whether language 317 
we use ourselves or language used by press officers or journalists as well as the use of photographs, 318 




The use of these materials should be addressed in the process of informed consent (see discussion 320 
above). Sensationalizing or exoticizing images or language can not only demean study communities 321 
but can also undo years of careful community-based work. These practices are not only unethical 322 
because they may represent participants inappropriately, but also because they can affect the 323 
relationships between communities and the long-term field researchers. It is essential for all 324 
researchers to bear these issues in mind when disseminating their research in web- and public-325 
spaces, lectures, media, and publications.  326 
Conclusion 327 
Our aim here is to add to the growing dialogue on best practices in social science research, 328 
particularly as they relate to cross-cultural studies that involve research participants from Indigenous 329 
communities. As research funding and publication of cross-cultural studies continues to expand 330 
across the social sciences, it is necessary to acknowledge the unique methodological and ethical 331 
challenges of this research. As scholars from a wide range of disciplines increasingly engage in such 332 
research with little or no formal training or experience working with such communities, special 333 
consideration of (a) study site selection, (b) local implementation of research design and methods, 334 
and (c) community involvement is essential. Our aim is not to discourage researchers from 335 
embarking on cross-cultural studies, but rather to alert them to the multi-dimensional considerations 336 
at play, ranging from study design to participant inclusion, and to encourage constructive exchange 337 
with trained and experienced field researchers. It not only remains unethical to turn a blind eye to 338 
some of the challenges that we have highlighted, but may result in poor scholarship. 339 
Transdisciplinary dialogue on principles and practices can be useful not only for researchers, but also 340 
for funding agencies and reviewers evaluating 21st century cross-cultural and multi-site research. 341 
More broadly, addressing these challenges is an important step towards a decolonized comparative 342 
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